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Description of recent and current changes in language 
assessment policy in Finland 
 
 
The following changes and initiatives in the Finnish language education system involve policy 
changes or have implications for assessment policy, or they affect assessment culture and practice 
in a very similar way as a change in assessment policy does. 
 
The recent and/or current changes and initiatives can be divided into two or three different 
categories depending on how widespread and how official the change is. 
 
The official changes that have had or are likely to have important assessment implications are 
probably these three: 
 
1. Change of the Finnish Nationality Act 
2. Reform of the comprehensive education and upper secondary education curricula 
3. Creation of the National Certificates of Foreign Language Proficiency 
 
Other official changes of policy or official initiatives / reform projects, probably in this order of 
importance: 
 
4. Reform of the Civil servants’ language proficiency examination system 
5. Programme to diversify and develop language teaching 1996-2001 
6. Reform of the curriculum for teaching Finnish as a second language 
7. Creation of the Finnish language examination for Finnish-Ingrian returnees 
 
Other important / semi-official assessment initiatives: 
 
8. Initiatives concerning the Matriculation Examination 
9. Assessment initiatives in the Polytechnic Universities 
 
 
 
1. Change of the Finnish Nationality Act 
 
Previously, the language requirement for Finnish citizenship was specified rather vaguely. The law 
stated that in order to get the citizenship, a person had to show adequate command of the Finnish or 
Swedish language. What ‘adequate’ meant was not defined. It was also possible to prove one’s 
command of the language in a number of different ways, including a signed statement from any 
teacher of Finnish/Swedish. Often the applicant needed only to demonstrate that he or she could use 
some Finnish/Swedish orally. 
The new Nationality Act passed in 2003 defines the target level as B1 on the Common European 
Framework scale, and very much restricts the ways in which applicants should demonstrate their 
proficiency. Also, the applicants are required to have level B1 both in oral and written profiency. 
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Purpose: 
As far as the language requirement is concerned, the purpose of the new law was to specify more 
clearly what the required minimum level of proficiency in either of the two official national 
languages ought to be for applicants of Finnish citizenship. Also, it aimed at specifying more 
clearly how the applicants should prove their command of the language, e.g. listing the major tests 
that are accepted as proof of the required skill level. 
 
Facilitating factors: 
The fact that this change involves a change in the law obviously makes it easier / likelier that the 
change will in fact be implemented. The rather widespread availability in Finland of language 
examinations whereby one can demonstrate his/her proficiency at the required level makes if rather 
straighforward, in principle, for the applicants to get access to the required examinations (the 
National Certificates and the Civil servants’ language examinations described in more detail later). 
 
Complicating factors: 
Despite narrowing down the range of ways in which applicants for citizenship can demonstrate their 
proficiency, the new law still leaves room for alternative avenues to prove one’s command of the 
language, which is / will be causing problems for interpretation for the authorities. One of the 
examinations by which applicants can show their proficiency appears to be ill suited for the purpose 
because it is intended for a different target group (the Civil servants’ examination). In the short 
term, the influx of applicants taking the National Certificates exams or the Civil servants’ exams for 
citizenship purposes is causing practical problems, as they add considerably to the number of test 
takers. Furthermore, the fact that the applicants are required to demonstate B1 level written 
command of the language has been criticised as being particularly demanding for immigrants from 
non-Latin writing systems, and also on the grounds that that there is no formal requirement that 
native Finns should have that level of proficiency in reading or writing in their own language. 
 
More / related information: 
 
The new Nationality Act and the new Aliens Act: in English at 
http://www.uvi.fi/netcomm/content.asp?article=1950 (the Finnish and Swedish versions can also be 
found on these Directorate of Immigration pages) 
 
 
2. Reform of the comprehensive education and upper secondary education 
curricula  - implications for assessment 
 
In Finland, the national framework curriculum forms the basis for drawing up local curricula, which 
is usually done by municipalities. The new curriculum will be officially introduced in 2005/2006 
but some schools have already started implementing the new curriculum this autumn and some new 
language coursebooks are already based on it. The new curriculum has been available for some time 
for everybody on the National Board of Education website (in Finnish). 
 
The framework curriculum for years 1-9 is more detailed than before. It defines the aims and key 
contents of different subjects and thematic entities, and provides guidelines concerning student 
evaluation. The criteria for the mark ‘good’ (or ‘8’ on the 4 – 10 scale used in the Finnish school 
system) for the final year of the comprehensive school (i.e. for grade 9) are defined for each subject, 
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including languages. In fact, the new curricula incorporate work on developing definitions for that 
mark that started already in the 1990s. 
 
A major change in the new curriculum as far as the foreign languages are concerned is that the 
targets for learning on each grade, and thus for assessment (e.g. the mark 8 above), are defined in 
terms of the Common European Framework levels. For that purpose, most of the levels in the CEF 
were divided into two or three sublevels which provides more, and more easily attainable, target 
levels for learning than the basic 6-level scale does. As in the CEF, each level is defined separately 
for reading, writing, speaking and listening. 
 
Purpose: 
The more detailed definition of the requirements for mark ‘8’ in comprehensive school was aimed 
at increasing the comparability of the final school grades across the country – final grading is 
carried out by the teacher and school as there are no centralised examinations in comprehensive 
schools (although many teachers and schools make use of tests designed by the teachers’s 
professional organisations to guide their grade giving). 
 
The purpose of introducing an adaptation of the Framework scale into the foreign language 
curriculum was to add a new dimension to the curriculum content: for the first time, learning targets 
(and thus also targets for assessment) are defined in terms progressive levels of attainment in the 
different areas / skill of language. At the same time, the use of the CEF scales increases 
international comparability and transparency of the foreign language curricula in Finland. 
 
Facilitating factors: 
The idea of defining language proficiency in terms of levels of proficiency / attainment is not 
completely new in Finland, as some language examinations geared towards adults or older students 
already use it (see description of the National Certificates). Also, the rating of performances against 
a rating scale is familiar to teachers in the upper secondary schools since the nation-wide 
Matriculation examination includes a test of writing which is rated with a scale with the scale points 
defined verbally. Many upper secondary schools also organise a voluntary oral skills test in which 
such a rating scale is used. 
 
Complicating factors: 
Despite the above, the idea of defining proficiency in terms of levels is new to many teachers, and 
to most students at schools, which makes the setting of group and personal targets and carrying out 
self- and other types of assessment in terms of proficiency levels a novel enterprise. How to best 
implement such absolute proficiency assessment in a system where a different tradition of 
assessment is deeply rooted will be a major issue – so far, assessment for grade giving purposes 
uses a numerical scale from 4 to 10 where the number are (implicitly) linked to the content and 
targets studied  -- which obviously differ from term to term and course to course. Also, grade giving 
traditionally also relies to some extent on norm-referenced interpetation: an individual’s 
performance is compared with other students in the same class and/or with previous students that 
the teacher has had on the same class / course.There is expected to be considerable need for training 
among language teachers on how to apply the new curricula to teaching and assessment. 
 
The definition of the mark ‘8’ for grading purposes on the final year of the comprehensive school is 
good in principle, but does not however as such guarantee uniform assessment across the country. 
Supporting measures will be needed here, too. 
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References:  
the new curricula are available as pdf-files (in Finnish) at:  
http://www.oph.fi/info/ops/ 
http://www.edu.fi/julkaisut/maaraykset/ops/lops_uusi.pdf 
most of it has been translated into Swedish and can be found at: 
http://www.oph.fi/svenska/page.asp?path=446,17641,31147,31148 
Translation in English can be purchased from the NBE (www.oph.fi). 
 
 
 
3. Creation of the National Certificates of Foreign Language Proficiency 
 
The National Certificate (Yleiset kielitutkinnot or YKI in Finnish) is a language examination 
system for adults. The tests measure language skills in situations where an adult could be required 
to speak, listen to, write or read a foreign language – in Finland or abroad. The tests are available 
for all language learners regardless of where or how they have acquired their language skills, so 
they are not based on any specific curriculum but are ‘proficiency tests’. 
 
The National Certificate offers a choice of nine languages: English, Finnish, French, German, 
Italian, Russian, Sami, Spanish, and Swedish. A candidate can choose from three test levels the one 
that best corresponds to his or her language proficiency. The examination comprises five subtests: 
reading comprehension, writing, listening comprehension, speaking, and structures and vocabulary. 
Both the overall result and a skill profile are reported in the certificate on a 6-level YKI band scale 
that has empirically been linked with the Common European Framework levels. 
 
The National Board of Education (the executive arm of the Ministry of Education) is responsible for 
the examination; the maintenance and development work is done at the University of Jyväskylä. 
 
Purpose: 
The introduction of the examination in 1994 had a range of interlinked purposes which could be 
summarised as the intention to cause a major positive washback effect in the learning, teaching and 
assessment of foreign languages in adult education. The exam provides a possibility for individuals 
to get a valid certificate of their proficiency e.g. for work purposes – also in the less widely taught 
languages, thus the system has a policy aim as provider of a certification system also in the less 
widely taught languages. The exam tries to assist learners in the setting of targets for learning 
(especially for adults in evening classes) and to support communicatively oriented teaching and 
learning of languages. By involving hundreds of language teachers as assessors, interviewers, item 
writers, administrators etc. for the examination, the aim was also to provide better knowledge of and 
on-the-job training in language assessment for the language teachers. A further aim was to build 
high-level expertise in designing and researching language tests in one or more national centres. 
 
Facilitating factors: 
The National Certificates has achieved an official status in the country: it is based on a law and a set 
of statutes passed by the Finnish Parliament. Some state organisations such as the army and some 
ministries require certain members of their staff to take the examination. The Ministry of Education, 
partly via the University, provides the basic funding for the examination organisation since the 
exam fees do not cover all the costs. All these factors obviously help to maintain and develop the 
system, and to achieve the aims listed above. 
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More recently, the examination is increasingly taken by immigrants who need to prove their 
proficiency in Finnish or Swedish, which has increased the number of test takers (to around 3, 000 
per year). 
Evidence suggests that the system has succeeded in increasing target-oriented language learning 
among adults and that hundreds of language teachers have benefited from their involvement in it as 
assessors, interviewers and item writers. It is also clear that the experience gained from developing 
the National Certificates has made subsequent assessment reforms in the country easier to carry out 
and ensured that the quality of such reforms has been sufficiently high (e.g. Civil servants’ 
examination and the exam for Finnish-Ingrian immigrants). Furthermore, it made possible for 
Finland to make important contributions to such large-scale European assessment initiatives such as 
DIALANG. 
 
Complicating factors: 
Affecting language learning, teaching and assessment at a national level is a slow process which 
takes time. The size of many aspects of the impact is also quite difficult to estimate precisely. 
The fact that more immigrants nowadays take the examination for citizenship purposes has put 
some testing centres under much pressure in terms of the practicalities of administering the 
examinations: in some cases, some test takers have to travel to more distant test centres because the 
local ones cannot accommodate all interested test takers. 
 
Information / References: 
 
- general information in English: 
http://www.solki.jyu.fi/english/yki/index.htm and 
http://www.oph.fi/english/SubPage.asp?path=447,490,5373 
- information and examination Framework in Finnish: 
http://www.oph.fi/SubPage.asp?path=1;17629;3432 

- information and examination Framework in Swedish: 
 http://www.oph.fi/svenska/page.asp?path=446,24512,6293 
 
The Framework of the Finnish National Foreign Language Certificate. 2002. National Board of 
Education. 
 
 
4. The reform of the Civil servants’ language proficiency examination system 
 
Finland is a bilingual country where both Finnish and Swedish have the status of an official national 
language. The law on languages in Finland specifies that the civil servants in the state and 
municipal administration must have a certain level of command of both national languages (an 
excellent command of the majority language of the region where the civil servant works and a 
satisfactory command of the minority language).  
 
The Civil servants’ language examinations are intended for the civil servants to demonstrate their 
command of the other, non-native national language required in their work (Finnish or Swedish, 
depending on the mother tongue of the civil servant). The examinations assess the civil servant’s 
ability to communicate orally and/or in writing in the Finnish or Swedish language. 
 
Until 2004, the Civil servants’ examination was based on statutes that dated from 1922. The 
responsibility for organising and developing the examination was given to the National Board of 
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Education in 2002 when the systematic reform of the exam also began. There are three levels of 
examinations in the system, each aimed at testing either ‘satisfactory’, ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ 
command of the language. The definitions of the levels that the examinations are targeted at are 
based on the descriptions in the Common European Framework of Reference for languages. 
 
Types of examination: 
 
There are three types of civil servants’ language examinations for Finnish or Swedish; each 
examination comprises two tests: 
1. oral examination (speaking and listening tests) 
2. written examination (writing and reading tests) 
3. examination of comprehension (reading and listening tests) 
 
Before the reform, there was widespread dissatisfaction with the Civil servants’ examinations: there 
was inadequate documentation to guide the test designers and assessors and to inform the test takers 
which led to uncertainly about (and variation in) the content and structure of the examination, and 
examination procedures and even personnel. The examination was also seen to be inadequate in 
terms of modern quality and ethical standards for language assessment in general, and for large-
scale examination systems in particular. It was felt that to guarantee the comparability and fairness 
of such an important examination, a more systematic (and partly centralised) approach to 
maintaining and developing the system was needed. 
 
Purpose: 
The purpose of the reform of the examination system was to ensure comparability and fairness of 
the assessment of civil servants’ language proficiency. This was to be achieved by designing, for 
the first time in the history of the system, an assessment framework and detailed test specifications 
for the examination and by training the test developers, administrators and assessors.  
 
Facilitating factors:  
There was enough political will to start and carry out the reform of the civil servants’ examination. 
The reform group could also make use of the previous work on examination development and 
maintenance in the country (e.g. the National Certificates). 
 
Complicating factors:  
The testing of the immigrants who are seeking Finnish citizenship has recently caused problems 
because the new Nationality Act passed in June 2003 makes it possible to use the Civil servants’ 
examinations for that purpose.  The Civil servants’ examinations are intended for a different group 
– persons working in state and municipal administration – and the examination content is typically 
geared towards the particular needs of specific civil servant groups, which make them unsuited for 
testing language proficiency for citizenship purposes. Not surprisingly, the examinations have 
turned out to be too demanding for many immigrants and  they are often criticised in the press 
because of their use for a wrong target group. 
Adequacy of resources remains problem: although the system was successfully reformed, further 
development of the system of this size and complexity remains a difficult challenge. 
 
 
More / related information: 
 
The new Language Act (January 1, 2004) http://www.om.fi/20802.htm 
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- information about the exam and the exam framework: 
http://www.oph.fi/SubPage.asp?path=1,17629,35053 (in Finnish) 
 
 
http://www.oph.fi/svenska/page.asp?path=446,24512,39095 (in Swedish) 
 
5. Programme to diversify and develop language teaching 1996-2001/2004 
 
Students in both general and vocational secondary education in Finland have to study at least two 
other languages besides their mother tongue: the other official language of the country and one 
foreign language. However, from the point of view of the whole nation’s linguistics needs, it is a 
problem almost everybody studies the same languages and that they choose English as their first 
foreign language. To address this issue, the Ministry of Education and its executive branch, the 
National Board of Education launched a programme to diversity and develop language education in 
1996 (abbreviated KIMMOKE in Finnish) which lasted till 2001 and partly till 2004. 
 
A total of 275 schools and other educational institutions of different types and at different levels in 
39 municipalities participated in the initiative between 1996-2000. The institutions formed networks 
around the following themes: 
 
1. diversification of the provision of languages and co-operation between institutions 
2. studying subject matter through a foreign language and integration of language teaching into 
other teaching 
3. developing better methods for study and teaching 
4. international connections and meeting other cultures 
5. distance and multi-form education and information and communication technology 
6. developing oral skills 
(some of the themes included training courses and work on improving language assessment 
practices) 
 
Purpose: 
To diversify language education in terms of different foreign languages that inviduals choose to 
study at different levels of education. To develop language teaching (assessment included) in the 
participating institutions. 
 
Facilitating factors: 
The approach adopted to the work – networking the participating institutions – appears to have bee 
successful in many instances. It created new cooperation between institutions and teachers. In some 
municipalities and in particular in adult education, the diversification of language learning achieved 
some success. In particular, more different languages are studied as the second (optional) foreign 
language that pupils can choose in their primary school (typically on grade 5). 
 
Complicating factors: 
English still dominates as the first foreign language that pupils choose in the primary school. 
Schools may not even offer any other choice or too few students choose other languages and thus 
the minimum group size required to establish a new study group is not reached. Underlying this 
problem can be found students’ and their parents’ perceptions of the usefulness, or lack of it, of 
different languages, and their either negative or positive attitudes to the languages and to the 
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countries where they are spoken in. Russian, in particular, is a language which is studied less than 
what its demand in the society and foreign trade is. Some participating municipalities called for a 
more comprehensive approach: it is not enough to convince language teachers of the importance of 
diversification of language education, the attitudes of the students, parents and municipal and other 
decision makers also need influencing. 
Lack of resources hampered the initiative especially in the vocational sector (or the aims were 
unrealistically high there).  
In some municipalities, all interested language teachers could participate in e.g. the training courses 
which were part of the initiative, whereas in others only a few could do that, mainly because of lack 
of resources (?). In general, reaching all teachers, not just the active ones, with initiatives like this 
remains an issue. 
It was also felt that the National Board of Education should have guided the work more at the local 
level, e.g. through visits to the local networks, which was not however possible because of lack of 
resources at the Board. 
 
 
6. New curriculum for teaching Finnish as a second language 
 
Finnish as a second language (L2) will also be based on the new framework curriculum that will 
come into effect in 2005, and thus the learning targets and the assessment are to be based on the 
levels of the Common European Framework. Finnish as L2 is not a separate subject but a specific 
curriculum (level) within the subject ‘mother tongue and literature’. The new curriculum appears to 
introduce a different teaching paradigm: it brings the teaching of Finnish as L2 closer to the 
teaching of foreign languages compared with the old curriculum which was very much like teaching 
a mother tongue. In practice, this shift manifests itself in the fact that teaching vocabulary is 
essential, the vocabulary of different subjects is taken better into account, the division of language 
into skills is used, and communication strategies are included. Materials to support linguistic 
progress is being developed for Finnish as L2 teaching, and its diagnostic tasks are intended to be 
linked with the levels of the Framework (and of the new curriculum). The aim is that the new 
material can be used to assess the immigrants’ proficiency of Finnish when they come to the 
country or when they are participating in the teaching, and to produce a profile of language 
proficiency for the immigrant. It is recommended that an individual study plan is designed for each 
immigrant, in which it is defined, for example, when they are transferred to the same group with 
non-immigrant learners, and whether they need any supportive measures in their learning. The 
individual study plan would also specify the religion according to which the immigrant’s religious 
education is carried out and whether they are to receive education in their mother tongue. 
 
Purpose: 
The new curriculum defines learning and assessment targets for Finnish as L2 in terms of the CEF 
levels in a way that is rather similar to the targets for foreign language education. 
 
Complicating factors: 
The fact that the CEF was created for learning, teaching and assessing foreign languages causes 
concern as it is not clear how it applies to learning, teaching and assessing a second language. 
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7. Creation of the Finnish language examination for Finnish-Ingrian returnees 
 
The Finnish language examination for Finnish-Ingrian returnees (abbreviated IPAKI in Finnish) is a 
language examination organised by Finnish authorities and specially designed for the purpose. The 
examination is for immigrants of Finnish descent who are living mainly in Russia and, to a smaller 
extent, in e.g. Estonia. These immigrants have had a special status and their immigration has been 
easier than for most other immigrant groups. The new Aliens Act that became effective on 
30.4.2004 states that in order to get a residence permit the applicant must register as a returnee in a 
Finnish consulate and participate in returnee training in his or her country of departure. In addition, 
he or she must present a certificate of having passed the language examination organised by a 
Finnish authority. In practice, this means passing the IPAKI examination. 
 
The initiative for the examination came from the Minister of the Interior but the Ministry of Labour, 
the traditional provider of training courses for immigrants, has the responsibility of organising the 
new examination. 
 
Purpose: 
The purpose of the examination is to find out whether a candidate has the basic language skills for 
managing in everyday communicative situations in Finland, corresponding to level A2 on the 
Common European Framework of Reference for languages. 
 
Facilitating factors: 
The administration of the new examination started only this year which makes it difficult to 
evaluate the extent to which it has succeeded in achieving its aim, i.e. guaranteeing a certain 
minimum level of proficiency in Finnish. Some of the facilitating factors that are likely to make it 
easier to achieve the aim is the very careful development of the examination by people who had had 
previous experience in the test design in general and in relating examinations to the CEF levels in 
particular (cf. the National Certificates). Another such factor is the strong recommendation by the 
authorities that the candidates planning to take the examination first participate in the language 
courses organised for them, unless they already know the language well enough. 
 
Complicating factors: 
Complicating factors in the case of IPAKI examination relate to the political origins of the whole 
examination initiative. Its role in the whole process of immigration can be argued to present a new 
hurdle for the Finnish-Ingrian returnees. They are also the only immigrant group for which such a 
specific examination has been created (however, a lower level of language proficiency is required 
from them than is the case for citizenship purposes in general). At the level of individual test takers, 
the introduction of the new examination has caused concern which makes the dissemination of 
accurate information about the examination, and of what level A2 means, a very important part of 
the exam organisers’ and other officials’ work. 
 
Further information: 
 
Ministry of Labour’s website at http://www.mol.fi/migration/ajankoht.html 

- information about the exam and the examination Framework in Finnish, Swedish and 
Russian: 
http://www.mol.fi/mol/fi/04_maahanmuutto/05_paluumuutto_Suomeen/01_entinen_nl/01_k
ielitesti/index.jsp 
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8. Initiatives concerning the Matriculation Examination 
 
The Matriculation Examination is the only centralised examination in the Finnish. It is the taken by 
practically all students in the upper secondary schools (the academically oriented branch of 
secondary education) and students use it mainly to gain entry into universities and other tertiary 
level education. Second and foreign languages are important subjects in the Matriculation 
examination: the second official language of the country (either Finnish or Swedish, depending on 
the mother tongue of the student) and one foreign language are compulsory subjects. In addition, a 
student may sit one or more optional foreign languages in the examination. 
 
The current language examinations test reading and listening comprehension, writing, and 
vocabulary and structures, but not speaking. It is argued that this has a negative washback effect on 
the teaching and learning of speaking in foreign languages at school. The introduction of a speaking 
test into the examination has been debated for more than ten years. The exact timeline for and the 
nature of such a test is still discussed but a new initiative to introduce speaking into the examination 
is being planned by a working group. 
 
Another likely change in the Examination involves relating the tests to the new curriculum (and 
eventually to the CEF). The Examination is the final school leaving exam which makes this 
inevitable at some point. 
 
Purposes: 
The purpose of the proposed reform (introduction of speaking into the second and foreign language 
examinations) is to support the learning of oral skills at school by filling in an obvious gap in the 
current examination. The purpose of the incorporation of the targets / levels of proficiency defined 
in the new official curriculum for the upper secondary school will be to bring the examination in 
line with the developments taking place in the curriculum. 
 
Facilitating factors: 
Some trialling of testing and assessing speaking has taken place in the past ten years as part of a 
more general initiative to support the teaching and learning of oral skills at schools (e.g. by the 
KIMMOKE programme). Also, a voluntary test of speaking was introduced into the upper 
secondary schools in the 1990s with the aim of providing an opportunity for students to have a 
semi-official certificate of their speaking proficiency. Thus, there is now a wider base of experience 
and experienced teachers than before who can have a role in the planned speaking component of the 
Matriculation examination. 
 
Complicating factors: 
 
The testing of speaking in the Matriculation examination is still seen as a very complex and 
impractical activitity, as more than 30,000 students take the compulsory subjects each year. Further 
unresolved issues include whether organising and assessing the oral tests at school is part of the 
teachers’ regular work load or whether it is something extra that can only happen with extra 
financial compensation. As far as the incorporation of the new curriculum into the content of the 
examination is concerned, a specific problem is caused by the fact the the current reporting of the 
exam results takes place in a norm-referenced way: grades are awarded proportionately so that the 
top 5% get the top grade, the next 10% get the second best grade, and so on. How to best combine 
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that with the absolute levels of proficiency approach of the new curriculum remains to be seen. 
Furthermore, the Matriculation Examination and the procedures used by the Examination Board are 
quite deeply rooted in tradion which makes such major changes as these quite slow. 
 
Information / references in English: 
 
The Matriculation Examination website: http://www.ylioppilastutkinto.fi/ylioppilastutkinto/ (in 
Finnish, Swedish, English, French and German) 
Huhta, Ari, Kari Sajavaara & Sauli Takala 1993. Recent Developments in National Examinations in 
Finland. Teoksessa Huhta, A., K. Sajavaara & S. Takala (Eds.) Language Testing: New Openings. 
Institute for Educational Research, University of Jyväskylä. 136-159. 
Report of the Task Force on Testing Standards. 1995. International Language Testing Association 
(the report covers dozens of language tests worldwide, and is available at 
 http://www.dundee.ac.uk/languagestudies/ltest/ilta/ilta.html)  
 
 
 
9. Assessment initiatives in the Polytechnic Universities 
 
In 2000 – 2002, the Ministry of Education funded a series of projects that aimed at improving the 
quality of language testing and assessment in the newly created Polytechnic Universities in Finland. 
The first project covered comprehension skills and writing in English and Swedish and the second 
focused on the assessment of oral skills in several languages. Both projects included both training 
courses on language assessment for the participating language teachers and practical item and test 
development work in groups. The first project developed proficiency scales and descriptors suitable 
for language studies at the Polytechnics which were then empirically linked with the Common 
European Framework scales, and a calibrated item bank for English and Swedish. The second, oral 
skills project was able to use the scales developed for speaking in the other project for its own test 
development work. The second project also produced ‘Portfolios for oral language assessment’ 
which is a series of well documented, grounded and illustrated (with video or audio samples) oral 
tests and oral exercises for a range of subjects and languages. 
 
Purposes: 
An overall purpose in both projects was to improve the quality of language assessment in the new 
Polytechnic Universities and their teachers’ know-how of test design and language assessment. This 
was to be achieved by intensive training and participation in developing assessment instruments in 
groups that worked on the instruments for several months. The first project in particular aimed at 
improving the comparability of language grades awarded to students in different Polytechnic 
Universities, and it created an item bank for the purpose with items (and scales) linked to the CEF. 
The link to the CEF would thus also mean international comparability. 
 
Facilitating factors: 
The participating teachers were volunteers and highly motivated in developing their skills in 
assessment, as their daily work had presented them with so many problems and concerns about 
language assessment (they came from institutions whose status and organisation had just undergone 
a major change, i.e. an ‘upgrade’ into the Polytechnic University with implications for language 
teachings, targets, etc.) Experience from e.g. the National Certificates aided in the overall 
completion of these projects. 



Document produced for the Dutch EU precidency conference‘Improving foreign language education in the European 
Union.’ 14-16 October 2004, Scheveningen (The Hague). 
Authors: Tarja Jukkala (National Board of Education) & Ari Huhta (University of Jyväskylä) 
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Complicating factors: 
Only some of the language teachers working in the Polytechnics could participate in the projects / 
resources were available for only a certain number of participants (a few dozen in project 1 and 
about 60 in project 2). To improve dissemination of the results, the item bank and the oral testers’ 
portfolios were made available to all the Polytechnics and their language teachers. 
The first project planned to establish a system of item banks that the Polytechnics could draw on to 
relate their grading to that of the others. This has faced practical problems as establishing an 
infrastructure to disctribute and further develop the tests and items is difficult to create and thus the 
item bank is not used as effectively as it could be. 
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